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Location and jurisdictions of the Salish Sea and its watersheds (Source: Aquila Flower). The Salish Sea region is governed by numerous
agencies and jurisdictions, including 12 counties in Washington, 10 regional districts in British Columbia, and over 80 First Nations and
Tribal Governments with federally recognized land holdings. The Indigenous lands shown on this map are limited to the Indian Reserves and
Reservations, Tribal Trust Lands, and First Nations Treaty Lands recognized by the US and Canadian federal governments as of 2021. This
map does not show marine waters under Indigenous management, unceded Indigenous lands, land involved in ongoing treaty negotiations in
British Columbia, usual and accustomed Indigenous fishing grounds, nor the numerous and often overlapping ancestral Indigenous territories
that cover the entirety of the Salish Sea and its watersheds. Further details of land ownership and management can be found in the interactive
maps in the Land Ownership chapter of the Salish Sea Atlas (https://arcg.is/1n4O9z1).

OVERVIEW

CANADA

Jurisdiction over the Salish Sea marine environment
is shared responsibility. Historically under the care
of the Coast Salish Indigenous Peoples, official
jurisdiction post arrival of settlers includes a complex
set of different levels of government in Canada and
the United States. In Canada, the federal government
has jurisdiction over most of the marine environment
and its resources. On the American side of the Salish
Sea, including Puget Sound, the State of Washington
has primarily jurisdiction over state waters and
resources. In both countries the Coast Salish
Indigenous Peoples also play key roles in marine
stewardship, with Tribes in Washington having more
prescribed authority to manage marine resources
than First Nations in Canada.

The Canadian Constitution Act (1867, 1982) identifies
fisheries and the seacoast as explicitly falling under
federal jurisdiction. Agencies such as Fisheries and
Oceans Canada (DFO), Environment and Climate
Change Canada (ECCC), and other federal authorities
oversee aspects of the marine stewardship, including
(but not limited to): water quality, fish and fish habitat,
and the development of large marine infrastructure.
The federal government has the authority to
delegate aspects of environmental management and
stewardship to the provincial government, which
can lead to complex ‘joint’ or ‘mixed’ jurisdiction.
Generally speaking, today the Canadian federal
government is responsible for most marine-related
activities and stewardship, while the provincial
government oversees aspects of environmental
assessments, aquaculture, and provincial parks,
among other things. Municipal governments play
a smaller role, overseeing aspects of permitting,
zoning, and local pollution discharge.

The difference in governmental jurisdiction between
British Columbia and Washington stems from
differences in constitutional authority delegated to
state vs. provincial governments. This difference
has created an asymmetry in regional authority
on either side of the border. One outcome is that
today there exists more coordinated bottom-up
authority to implement marine-related programs
and initiatives on the American side of the Salish Sea
than the Canadian side. Because of this asymmetry,
transboundary (i.e., cross-border) collaborations
between the State of Washington and the Province
of British Columbia have limited regulatory ‘teeth’.
This contributes challenges and limitations standing
in the way of creating and operationalizing successful
transboundary management plans.

THE UNITED STATES
The Constitution of the United States (1788) outlines
federal jurisdiction over a set of defined activities,
with those not being explicitly defined as federal
often being delegated to state-level governments.
Because references to environmental management
and stewardship are absent from the Constitution,
the US federal government was not traditionally
responsible for overseeing and protecting the
environment (Percival, 1995). The Environmental
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Protection Agency (EPA) is the principal federal
agency responsible for implementing legislation such
as the Clean Water Act and determining baseline
environmental standards. The federal government
does oversees marine fisheries (beyond 3 nautical
miles), endangered species, and inter-state and
navigable waters, among other things. States must
comply with federal environmental standards set by
the EPA as a minimum but have significant latitude
to implement their own environmental regulations so
long as they are concurrent with federal guidelines.
States have jurisdiction over state waters (generally
defined as tidal waters out to 3 nautical miles) and
resources within state boundaries, generally working
closely with federal agencies. Municipal governments
operate within federal and state frameworks and
oversee regional activities including stormwater
management, land use planning, and others.
TRIBES AND FIRST NATIONS
Coast Salish Tribes and First Nations are the longest
standing marine stewards in the Salish Sea. The
advent of settlers challenged Indigenous control and
stewardship but today there is growing awareness
and recognition of the ancestral rights and role
of the Coast Salish peoples in the determination,
stewardship, and conservation of the Coast Salish
Territory. In Canada although First Nations do not
have the same officially and legally recognized
authority to manage the marine environment as other
forms of government in Canada, there is emergence
of new partnerships that see a stronger Indigenous
voice in marine conservation. Tribes in Washington
have managed to regain an important role in
environmental and resource management for some
time now. The 1974 ‘Boldt Decision’ (see Combs,
1999) was a landmark ruling that granted Tribes a
co-management stake in Washington’s salmon and
steelhead fishery, more aligned with their respective
Treaty Rights.
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MAJOR PROTECTION EFFORTS
In Canada, government attention on Salish Sea
stewardship began in the 1970s and 80s focusing
primarily on the Fraser River and the Burrard Inlet
through a series of water-quality and fisheries-related
working groups. These include (but are not limited
to): the Fraser River Estuary Management Plan and
the Burrard Inlet Environmental Action Plan (BIEAPFREMP) in 1985, the Fraser River Action Plan (FRAP)
in 1991, and the Georgia Basin Action Plan (GBAP) in
2003 (Jones et al., 2021). These programs were multilevel government working groups that facilitated
information sharing and coordination between
different levels of government and port authorities
with the primary goal of protecting and managing
the estuary as a living natural resource (FREMP, 2003).
Following completion of the GBAP in 2009, no multilevel government program has taken its place to
coordinate information sharing and protection efforts
on the Canadian side of the Salish Sea.
In the United States, government attention on Salish
Sea stewardship also began in the 1970s and 80s.
Early working groups including the Puget Sound
Water Quality Authority (PSWQA) in 1983 and others
began monitoring and reporting on the declining
trends in environmental quality throughout Puget
Sound as a result of public concern (Leschine,
1990). Attempts to include Puget Sound in federal
programs (e.g., the National Marine Sanctuary
Program) led to a formalized resistance at the local
and state level out of fear of external management
(Ruckelshaus et al., 2004), ultimately leading to
a more bottom-up approach to Puget Sound
conservation that culminated in the creation of the
Puget Sound Partnership (PSP). The PSP is a statelevel agency tasked with overseeing the organization
and implementation efforts to protect and restore
Puget Sound. Other key protection efforts include
the Pacific Northwest Aquatic Monitoring Program
(PNAMP) and the Northwest Straits Initiative, among
many others.

Evidence of efforts at formal and informal
transboundary initiatives exist in the Salish Sea.
Formal transboundary initiatives include the 1992
British Columbia-Washington ‘Environmental
Cooperation Agreement’ (ECA) and the 2000 ‘Joint
Statement of Cooperation on the Georgia Basin and
Puget Sound Ecosystem’ (SoC), signed by Canadian
and American federal agencies. Informal agreements
include the 2007 ‘Transborder Islands Agreement’
between the Canadian Gulf Islands and San Juan
County. The Salish Sea Gathering is an example of
an Indigenous transboundary initiative with the goal
to connect Coast Salish peoples on both sides of the
border to work together and speak with “One Voice
for the preservation, restoration, and protection of
the Salish Sea Eco Region” (Wilson, 2020).
MOVING FORWARD
Considering the asymmetry in governmental
jurisdiction between British Columbia and
Washington, transboundary initiatives today lack
the regulatory ‘teeth’ needed to be successful.
The inability of the British Columbia government
to coordinate and implement the same type
of monitoring and conservation efforts seen in
Washington is a major barrier to Salish Sea protection
because of the mismatch between administrative
boundaries (the ‘policy-shed’) and the interconnected
marine environment (the ‘problem-shed’) (Cohen &
Davidson, 2011). An intergovernmental council and
transboundary management plan are two solutions
with potential to ensure long-term ecological health
on both sides of the border. A ‘Salish Sea Council’
could work to facilitate information sharing, develop
joint initiatives, and be the coordinating body
throughout the Salish Sea. Such a council would need
to have the jurisdictional authority to implement joint
management plans on both sides of the border to
better align the currently mismatched administrative
and jurisdictional boundaries.
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50 YEARS OF SALISH SEA
TRANSBOUNDARY COLLABORATION
1970: The joint federal-provincial ‘Water Quality Group’
begins undertaking an organized review of the health
of the Fraser River estuary. Reports are published in
1978 (FRE1), 1982 (FRE2), and the follow-up Fraser River
Study Review in 1984.
1971: Water Resources Inventory Areas (WRIAs)
are established under the Water Resources Act in
Washington State, which use watershed-level units of
administration to improve environmental management.
1974: Federal district judge George Boldt rules (the
‘Boldt Decision’) that Washington Tribes have a reserved
right to fish their ancestral territory, establishing Tribal
co-management of the Washington fisheries.
1978: The ‘Water Quality Group’ submits the preliminary
report, detailing the health of the Fraser River estuary.
1983: The Washington State Legislature created the
Puget Sound Water Quality Authority (PSWQA) out
of public concern for declining water quality and was
tasked with creating the first comprehensive plan for
water quality protection in region (completed in 1987).
1985: The Pacific Salmon Treaty is signed in Ottawa,
Canada, culminating 15 years of negotiations to end the
increasingly tense salmon wars between the United States
and Canada. The treaty provides a means to manage,
conserve, and rebuild stocks of the five species of salmon
that inhabit coastal waters of Oregon, Washington, Alaska,
and British Columbia. The treaty established the Pacific
Salmon Commission as its decision-making body.
1985: The Fraser River Estuary Management Program
(FREMP), a joint federal-provincial government initiative,
is created to coordinate the ‘complex governance
system existing within the estuary’.
1987: The United States Congress creates the National
Estuary Program (NEP), a non-regulatory program
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designed to restore the water quality and ecological
health of nationally significant estuaries. One year later
Puget Sound is included into the NEP.
1988: First ‘Puget Sound Research’ meeting takes
place (subsequent meetings in 1991, 1995, 1998, and
2001), setting the stage for subsequent Puget Sound –
Georgia Basin Ecosystem Conference.
1988: The National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA) names the Northwest Straits as
a candidate for the National Marine Sanctuary Program
(NMSP), commencing a detailed study of the region,
which ultimately leads to the creation of the Northwest
Straits Conservation Initiative 10 years later (1998).
1988: The fuel barge Nestucca spills 231,000 gallons of
heavy fuel oil along Washington’s outer coast leading to
development of a joint BC/WA Task force to investigate
ways to prevent oil spills, develop improved response
procedures and create a mechanism for compensation.
This paves the way for further transboundary cooperation.
1989: Oil Spill Memorandum of Cooperation is signed
between BC and WA; Pacific States Oil Spill Task Force
formalized one day before the Exxon Valdez oil spill in
Prince William Sound, Alaska.
1989: The Centennial Accord is signed by federally
recognized Tribes in Washington and the Governor, which
was established to provide a “framework for government-togovernment relationship and implementation procedures.”
1990: Canada’s Green Plan for a Healthy Environment
officially begins under Prime Minister Brian Mulroney,
acknowledging the need for conservation of natural
recourses and the natural environment.
1991: Officials from Washington and British Columbia
meet to discuss joint management options for the
Puget Sound / Straits ecosystem.

1991: Fraser River Action Plan (FRAP) is created as
a federal government “Green Plan” initiative led by
Environment Canada and DFO, tasked with helping
to reverse environmental degradation, recover the
Fraser River salmon population, and work with regional
governments and local stakeholders to foster working
relationships to develop Fraser basin.
1991: The Burrard Inlet Environmental Action
Program (BIEAP) is established as a non-regulatory
intergovernmental partnership and was tasked with
coordinating the planning and decision-making in the
Burrard Inlet between different levels of government
and port authorities operating in the region.
1992: BC Premier Mike Harcourt and WA State Governor
Booth Gardner sign an Environmental Cooperation
Agreement to promote and coordinate mutual efforts to
ensure the protection, preservation, and enhancement of
the shared environment. It is not limited to marine issues.
This established the BC/WA Environmental Cooperation
Council (ECC) to address priority issues including air quality,
protection of the Abbotsford-Sumas Aquifer, and Nooksack
River flooding, and the health of the shared Salish Sea.
1993: The Environmental Cooperation Council forms
the Puget Sound/Georgia Basin International Task Force
consisting of government agencies and the BC/WA
Marine Science Panel to make recommendations for the
shared marine waters.
1994: The ECC Marine Science panel conduct a
scientific assessment of environmental quality and
resource abundance in the region and present twelve
science-based recommendations for the management
of shared waters. The Council agrees with the report,
directing the Task Force to develop actions to
implement the recommendations.
1994: A British Columbia / Washington Symposium on
the Marine Environment is held in Vancouver, BC. The
Marine Sciences Panel of the BC/WA Environmental
Cooperation Council organized the symposium. Over
200 people attended.
1995: BIEAP and FREMP formally partner (BIEAPFREMP), working with over 30 organizations, including

ENGOs and First Nations, to coordinate environmental
management within the two regions.
1995: Georgia Basin Ecosystem Initiative (GBEI)
officially begins as a joint provincial-federal initiative
to mitigate human impacts of development and
urbanization. The initiative focused on clean water
and air, species conservation and protection, and the
promotion of sustainable communities.
2000: Canada’s Minister of the Environment David
Anderson and the US Environmental Protection Agency
Administrator Carol Browner sign the Canada-United
States Joint Statement of Cooperation (SoC) on the
Georgia Basin Puget Sound Ecosystem, which outlines
common goals and objectives and serves as a framework
for future collaboration. Action Plan Initiatives and Health
of the Salish Sea reports have ensued since then.
2000: The ‘Protocol Agreement on Transborder Marine
Protected Area” is signed by Islands Trust Council and
San Juan County Board of Commissioners outlining a
non-binding transboundary agreement to work together
towards establishing a network of marine protected
areas within the Salish Sea.
2001: Environment Canada and the Environmental
Protection Agency host a Smart Growth Practitioners
Forum to bring together a network of local land use
planning and management practitioners from a breadth
of disciplines to develop more common thinking on
how to advance the design and use of smart growth
concepts in the region.
2001: Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) is signed
between British Columbia and Washington, an agreement
between governments primarily focused on facilitating
information sharing and communication surrounding major
projects within 100km of the BC-WA border.
2003: First Biennial ‘Georgia Basin Puget Sound
Research Conference’ held in Vancouver, BC. Over 800
people attend. Subsequent conferences in 2005, 2007,
2009, 2011 (named changed to Salish Sea Ecosystem
Conference), 2014, 2016, and 2018, alternate between
Seattle and Vancouver. Conferences in 2020 and 2022
are virtual due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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2003: Georgia Basin Ecosystem Initiative officially ends
and is replaced with the Georgia Basin Action Plan.
2004: Pacific Northwest Aquatic Monitoring Partnership
(PNAMP) is established, with working groups and
committes across all levels of government on sciencebased monitoring of aquatic environments.
2005: The first Coast Salish Gathering is held to initiate
a dialogue regarding Tribal/First Nations environmental
concerns, issues, and projects in the international region
of the Georgia Basin/Puget Sound. It is a product of
the Joint Statement of Cooperation signed in 2000.
Subsequent Coast Salish gatherings are held in 2007,
2008, 2009, 2010, 2012, and 2017.
2006: The Environmental Protection Agency and
Environment Canada release a set of Puget Sound
Georgia Basin Ecosystem Indicators, which highlight
environmental conditions of the Salish Sea.
2007: Scientists and managers convene multiple
bilateral meetings focused on coordinating the
conservation and recovery of declining species
including forage fish, many marine bird species,
Northern Abalone, and Killer Whales.
2007: The Washington State Legislature creates the
Puget Sound Partnership, replacing past initiatives
(Puget Sound Action Team and the Puget Sound Water
Quality Authority), and is tasked with overseeing the
organization and implementation of efforts to protect
and restore Puget Sound. The Partnership hosts
Canadian scientists on several panels in an attempt to
have a transboundary component.
2007: Internal audit of Georgia Basin Action Plan finds it to
be ineffective, recommending a more formalized approach to
planning, measuring, and reporting outcomes.
2007: State of Washington – Province of BC Coastal and
Ocean Task Force is signed by Jay Manning (Ecology) and
Barry Penner (MoE). The objectives of the agreement were
to provide a transboundary forum to share information and
collaborate on activities that protect coastal and marine
habitats, encourage effective ecosystem management,
and foster sustainable communities.
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2007: MoU on Pacific Coast Collaboration to Protect
Our Shared Climate and Ocean is signed by Governor
Christine Gregoire and Premier Gordon Campbell. The
goal of the MoU is to work closely on reducing GHG
emissions, improve air quality, and information sharing
on coastal and ocean resources.

2012: Salish Sea Marine Survival Project, an
international NGO-governmental collaboration led by
the Pacific Salmon Foundation (Canada) and Long Live
the Kings (USA) begins to formalize, organize research
goals, and hosts the first workshop. Project concludes in
2022.

2007: The ‘Transborder Island Agreement’ between
the Islands Trust and San Juan County is signed. This is a
broader agreement than the 2000 document, focusing on
coordinating activities, information sharing, development
of action plans, and hosting semi-annual meetings.

2013: BIEAP-FREMP partnership dissolved after a
federal government budget reduction resulted in the
closure of the BIEAP-FREMP office. Responsibilities
were taken on by the Port of Metro Vancouver.

2008: Georgia Basin – Puget Sound bioregion is
formally named the Salish Sea by the Coast Salish
Gathering. Washington State and the United States
Geographic naming boards officially adopt the name in
2009, followed by British Columbia and and Canada in
2009-2010.
2009: Georgia Basin Action Plan ends and is not
replaced by any subsequent program.
2009: Puget Sound Partnership produces the first ‘State
of the Sound’ report, documenting the state of Puget
Sound, introducing the Performance Management
System, and outlining goals for recovery by 2020.
Subsequent reports produced in 2012, 2013, 2015,
2017, and 2019.
2010: Redfish School of Change is established as a
transboundary educational program in partnership
with the University of Victoria and Western Washington
University.
2010: International group of fisheries scientists and
managers meet in Portland, OR, for the State of
the Salmon Conference to discuss boarder, more
coordinated efforts to recover and protect Pacific
Salmon species.
2011: Strait of Georgia Data Centre begins to formalize
between the University of British Columbia (Fisheries
Centre) and the Pacific Salmon Foundation, with the
help of the Sitka Foundation. This data centre was
founded to help house marine ecosystem data for the
Strait of Georgia.

2013: National Energy Board (NEB) receives proposal
from Kinder Morgan to expand the existing Trans
Mountain pipeline.
2015: Western Washington University launches the
Salish Sea Institute, an institute focusing exclusively on
the Salish Sea bioregion by promoting transboundary
dialogue, developing place-based curriculum,
and acting to administer the Salish Sea Ecosystem
Conference. The first director was hired in 2017.
2016: Trans Mountain expansion project is approved
by the Canadian federal government, subject to 156
conditions. One of many projects contributing to
cumulative impacts on the Salish Sea, the expansion will
dramatically increase shipping traffic in the Salish Sea.
2016: Ocean’s Protect Plan announced by Canadian
federal government. $1.5 billion investment into
protection of Canada’s oceans and waterways.
2016: The Puget Sound Federal Task Force is signed
by 9 state and federal agencies with the purpose of
coordinating and aligning efforts between multiple
levels of governments and stakeholders. This MoU does
not include any Canadian governments or organizations
but is meant to be complimentary to the 2000 EPA/
ECCC MoU and discusses the need to include Canada
as a necessary stakeholder.
2018: A Canadian-American coalition of ENGOs
including the David Suzuki Foundation, Georgia Strait
Alliance, Natural Resources Defence Council, Raincoast
Conservation Foundation, World Wildlife Fund Canada,

and EcoJustice, petition the Government of Canada
to include the Southern Resident Killer Whales into the
Species at Risk Act (SARA).
2018: Governor Jay Inslee signed Executive Order
1802, creating the Southern Resident Orca Task
Force, a joint task force with initiations to members of
the Washington State Legislature, Canadian federal
government, province of British Columbia, tribal, local,
and other state governments, and the private and NGO
sectors.
2018: First-ever Salish Sea Day of Action which hosted
different events throughout the Salish Sea. The event
was sponsored by numerous Canadian and American
organizations. The Day of Action was created to raise
awareness throughout the region on the importance of
environmental protection and advocacy.
2018: MoU on Advancing the Innovation Economy,
Environmental Protection, and Transportation
Connectivity signed by Premier John Horgan and
Governor Jay Inslee. The goal of the MoU is to work
together on issues relating to economic development,
combat climate change, and improve transportation
connectivity.
2019: The Salish Sea Institute launches new
multidisciplinary minor in Salish Sea Studies.
2021: The Salish Sea Institute releases the State of the
Salish Sea report.
2022: British Columbia Premier John Horgan and
Washington Governor Jay Inslee annouce a sustained
and ongoing transboundary initiative to address
Nooksack River flooding prevention and response.

This timeline builds on a 2011 document created by
Dr. Joseph K. Gaydos, Science Director, SeaDoc Society.
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EMERGING
ISSUES
IN THE
SALISH SEA
This series aims to highlight
emerging issues and recent
science and scholarship about the
shared waters of the Salish Sea.
This series presents information
about transboundary issues in
a free and accessible format for
policy makers, students, and
members of the public.
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